In most libraries and book shops, the interested reader now has a number of multiauthor comprehensive textbooks of oncology from which to choose. What is different about this one and why should anyone choose it? Firstly, this book is unusual in that it is largely derived from a single institute, The Royal Marsden Hospital and Institute of Cancer Research. Secondly, it purports to be multidisciplinary, i.e. representing input from the surgeons and clinical and medical oncologists who make up the individual tumor units which have made major contributions to the Institute's oncology course. As Professor Horwich explains, the book 'represents the didactic components of this course'. It is intended as an introduction to the subject for those embarking on a career in oncology, and a source of information for those in allied specialities. How successful is it in achieving its aims?
Like the curate's egg, it is good in parts. The first third of the book describes 'the principles of oncology'. The first three chapters cover epidemiology and molecular and cell biology of cancer, and then the remaining chapters in this first section are orientated towards clinical issues, including diagnosis, treatment and supportive care. While some of these can obviously be found in other books, the standard in the section is generally high, and some of the chapters are particularly creditworthy. Chapters such as New imaging techniques in radiology (Dr R Guy), The pyschological toll of cancer (Dr S Greer) and The scope of cancer nursing (Dr J Corner) do give this book a distinctive flavour; there is also an excellent section called The Principles of cytokine therapy (Drs Taylor and Gore).
The second section of about 450 pages comprises 'a systemic reveiw of oncology'. It contains 29 chapters dealing with different tumour types. Here some chapters have succeeded more than others. Perhaps this reflects the fact that the chapters vary in the extent to which clinicians from different specialities have contributed. Some chapters do carry a bias towards the major interest of the leading author, be he a surgical or a non-surgical oncologist. For example, as regards the use of chemotherapy the reader can find great detail on this in the chapter on gastric cancer, whereas in the section on adult sarcoma the topic is given short shrift. Nevertheless each of these chapters does provide a wealth of information, particularly on the pathology, diagnosis and clinical features of each disease type. The chapters vary in their methods of presentation, and one feature which is missing from the majority is a simple table of treatment recommendations which might be of benefit to the casual reader.
On the whole, however, this is a book which could be of benefit to a wide range of individuals. It does provide an upto-date review of current treatment trends and it represents a wealth of experience and expertise from the large number of authors. The concern of course with any book of this size is that it quickly becomes dated. Perhaps the task of the combined authorship in the future will be to provide a balanced update of progress at regular intervals. It was also disappointing not to see more attention given to serum-free culture of human cells. There are undoubtedly some limitations in serum-free culture, both from the point of view of the cell types that can be maintained, and from economic considerations; serum may be expensive, but is still, regrettably, cheaper and more readily available than serumfree recipes.
The Handbook is accompanied by a spiral-bound methods book, Keratinocyte Methods, which has a number of very useful protocols and would be indispensable if you wished to put some of the methods discussed in the Handbook into practice. This is a useful way to present this type of publication as the more expensive review component need not be taken into the laboratory while the smaller methods component, being spiral bound, lends itself to bench use, and would be cheaper to replace when the phenol red stains eventually obliterated the text! However, the relative proportions of the two do not seem quite in balance and I would have preferred to see a larger version of the Methods book with more consistent and detailed protocols, some of which are very brief, with more complete information on the concentration and preparation of reagents, more precise details, such as the absolute concentration of cells at subculture, and the sources of materials.
Like the Handbook, the Methods is divided into logical sections to guide you into the areas that you require. Taken together, these two books would be a valuable asset to the keratinocyte biologist. There is good coverage on the types of methods employed, details of which are available in the companion volume Keratinocyte Methods. The Keratinocyte Handbook is well illustrated and indexed, has a very elegant presentation and was a pleasure to review. It is, however, rather expensive at £130, even with the Methods included.
